
This resource stems from a question submitted to the Ask PCA blog. Responses come from our 
experts including PCA Trainers, who lead live group workshops for coaches, parents, administrators 
and student-athletes.

“�At�a�recent�PCA�workshop,�I�learned�that�the�most�important�component��
of�development�for�young�girls�is�self-image.�As�a�father�of�a�10-year-old�girl,�
and�second-year�coach�of�a�girls�team�(ages�10-12),�can�you�provide�addi-
tional�tips�on�improving�self-image?”

PCA Response by Joe Scally, PCA Trainer–Chicago

Self-image is about how you see yourself and how you believe others see you. Self-image is sometimes 
thought of as being limited to the body or physical self but can also include views of who and what you are as 
a person.

The latter is often called self-concept. Self-image and self-concept are closely connected to self-esteem, how 
you feel about yourself, and confidence, the belief in your abilities.

As you recognize, a coach has a great opportunity to positively impact his players’ self-esteem and self-images. 
This is especially important for girls.

Research shows that as girls move from grade school to high school their self-esteem levels drop precipitously, 
at three times the rate of boys’. Low self-esteem in adolescence puts girls at higher risk for a number of prob-
lems including dropping out of school, substance abuse, eating disorders, and depression.

Fortunately, research shows that participation in sports is one way we can help girls even the odds. Stud-
ies show that girls who are athletes are more likely to score well on achievement tests, get involved in other 
extracurricular activities, feel popular, graduate from high school and college, avoid drug use, avoid unwanted 
pregnancy, and become involved in the community.

Sports can build girls’ self-esteem. In part this is through developing physical competence, which relates to 
self-image. Studies show that girls who play sports generally have more positive images of their bodies.

Playing a sport helps girls to appreciate their bodies for what they can do. Strength and endurance are seen  
as assets. This insulates girls against comparing themselves with unrealistic standards of beauty our society 
often presents.
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Girls can instead model their self-image after women athletes who are strong, vibrant, healthy, and who are 
of all shapes and sizes. Sports also help girls to learn teamwork, leadership skills, trust in themselves, and to 
make friends. All are important contributors to self-esteem and a positive self-concept. 

How can coaches help? The simple answer is by teaching the skills and life lessons that will keep girls involved 
in sports.

Meeting the magic ratio of five positive recognitions to every correction is important. This research-based ratio 
is “magic” because, when it is met, special things happen for the players and the coaches.

Use lots of truthful and specific praise. This will reinforce the things they are doing well. Get to know the girls 
as people, not just players. Plan practices around fun activities that also teach skills. Girls will be motivated to 
work harder and learn more. If the girls have a positive experience and want to play again next season that’s a 
huge accomplishment. 

Foster chances for the girls to socialize outside practice or games. This could include going out for something 
to eat after a game, having a get together at someone’s home, celebrating birthdays each month, or anything 
else you think your players might like. For many of the girls, developing a sense of friendship is important to 
their enjoyment of the sport and to their overall self-esteem.

Expose your players to accomplished women athletes. Let them know of televised events where women are 
competing in their sport or any sport. Take them to high school, college or professional games. Bring in wom-
en athletes to talk with them about sports and life. Also, having a woman as a coach or trainer can provide an 
important role model for your young girls.
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To read more questions and answers like this, or to submit your own question to the Ask PCA blog, visit:  
www.positivecoach.org/our-tools/ask-pca


